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Introduction  
The Uni Connect programme (previously the National Collaborative Outreach Programme) 

established in January 2017, with the aim of working with young people in years 9-13 living in wards 

with lower than expected progression to higher education based on GCSE results. There are 29 

partnerships across England, and Shaping Futures is the partnership based in the Liverpool City 

Region, working across 6 boroughs – Halton, Knowsley, Liverpool, Sefton, St. Helens, and Wirral.  

Since being set up in 2017, the Uni Connect programme has been through two phases (January 2017 

to July 2019 and August 2019 to July 2021). The third phase commenced in August 2021. This report 

examines the work that Shaping Futures has carried out over the first two phases of the programme 

to meet the objective of contributing to a stronger evidence base around ‘what works’ in higher 

education outreach and strengthen evaluation practice across the sector. 

The Shaping Futures partnership is made up of 12 local providers of Higher Education, with a core 

team of outreach practitioners and programme management staff based at the host institution 

University of Liverpool1. Activity is delivered by the core team, partners, or in collaboration with one 

another. Funding is distributed to the partners to facilitate delivery of specific projects and their 

participation in partnership management.  

In order to focus outreach where it was most needed and to reach learners who live in the allocated 

target wards, Shaping Futures identified 43 schools in the region with 65 or more of these learners. 

These schools are known as the priority schools, and are where the vast majority of Shaping Futures 

outreach takes place for both the core team and partners. 

The report will outline the delivery and evaluation changes that have taken place over the two 

phases, the methodologies most commonly used to evaluate, then describe the results of the 

evaluations by activity type. The report concludes with some recommendations for future delivery 

and evaluation. 

  

                                                           
1 Full list of providers can be found on our website: https://shaping-futures.org.uk/about-us/  

https://shaping-futures.org.uk/about-us/


 

 
 

Overview of delivery and evaluation changes over the 
phases 
Phase 1 (January 2017-July 2019) 
Over the course of 2017, Shaping Futures’ main focus was on building relationships with the priority 

schools. Activities were often one-off, standalone events. Many activities took place that did not 

have clear links to Shaping Futures’ objectives, but allowed a “foot in the door” with the schools. 

Shaping Futures also piloted some bespoke projects for specific groups in the region, most notably 

the Through the Eyes of Boys project aimed at white working-class boys. 

Through 2017/18, Shaping Futures became more established, and partners started to run projects 

aimed at target ward learners in priority schools. This continued through 2018/19.  

Evaluation in phase 1 
In phase one a significant amount of data was collected from students immediately after the 

intervention, but there was a lack of follow-up data collected. Partners and other grant-funded 

projects largely conducted their own evaluations, although some took guidance from the Shaping 

Futures core team. 

At the start of the phase, a number of partnerships nationally, including Shaping Futures, failed to 

reach the required number for the national CFE Research baseline survey and so were not involved 

in the follow-up surveys (see evaluation methods section for more information). This means that 

there is a lack evidence for medium-term changes to attitudes, aspirations and/or behaviours 

towards higher education in the region. 

Phase 2 (August 2019 – July 2021) 
Phase 2 of the Uni Connect programme started in August 2019. The objectives for this phase were 

very similar to those in phase 1, however there was an increased focus on “sustained and 

progressive” activity with target ward learners, and the addition of an Outreach Hub, requiring 

Shaping Futures to start working with learners from other underrepresented groups in the region.  

Shaping Futures moved towards creating more project-based outreach, with several activities in a 

project leading to a goal, rather than one-off activities. There were still ad hoc one-off interventions, 

but it became the goal for target ward learners to receive three or more interventions per year. 

Evaluation in early phase 2 
Evaluation in the first part of phase 2 was very similar to that undertaken in phase 1. The intention at 

the start of the phase was to try and rectify some of the issues faced in phase 1, through collecting 

baseline data and following up with learners engaged in long term projects. However, logistical 

issues, including a gap in the evaluation officer post, meant that this was not possible.  

There were a few projects launched that did have a sustained evaluation plan and data collection 

process in place. Many projects of this nature were due to start or finish at the end of March, or 

during the summer term. 

Lockdown (March 2020 – July 2021) 
Lockdown Delivery  
Unfortunately, many of the projects that were started in 2019/20 were unable to be completed due 

delivery ceasing as the country went into lockdown. Some of these projects did pivot to online 



 

 
 

resources or workshops, however uptake from learners and schools was much lower. Alternative 

projects were developed to provide support to learners during this period. 

Lockdown evaluation  
The lockdown meant that paper forms could not be used to collect evaluation data as had been 

done in previous years. Online methods were established to collect feedback about resources and 

online workshops. However, the response rates were extremely low. 

Toolkit development 
The reduced delivery through lockdown meant that there was time to reconsider the objectives and 

impact of the activities delivered by Shaping Futures. The core team took this time to create an 

evaluation toolkit – a series of activity-level objectives which have clear links to the overall aims of 

the programme. As well as the objectives, the toolkit also has recommended evaluation measures 

and techniques for each objective. Over summer 2020, this toolkit was linked all activities delivered 

by the core team.  

2020/21 delivery  
The delivery in 2020/21 was primarily online, although there were a very small number of face-to-

face activities, mostly delivered by partner institutions. The objective of delivery remained three 

interventions per target ward learner, but it was acknowledged that the restrictions and lockdowns 

meant that it was difficult to ensure that learners were present at all activities. 

2020/21 evaluation 
The evaluation in 2020/21 linked to the toolkit. All data collected was linked to the activity 

outcomes, and where possible, data collection remained online. Partners continued to run their own 

evaluations. 

The largest change in the evaluation was the initiation of the case study project with two schools 

and a college. This aimed to provide information on the medium-term outcomes of Shaping Futures 

activity, and started to provide the baseline data that has been missing from Shaping Futures 

previous evaluations. Further information can be found in the Long- and Medium-term impact 

section in this report. 

  



 

 
 

Evaluation methods 
Shaping Futures evaluation aims to be empirical as described on the Office for Students Standards 

for Evidence2. The other two types of evaluation in the standards are causal and narrative 

approaches (see table for more information).  Often narrative evaluations are easier to achieve, as 

they do not always require data collection, however, they do not provide the same strength of 

evidence on impact as empirical and causal approaches do. When it is not possible to complete an 

empirical evaluation, Shaping Futures activities are expected to have narrative evaluation. 

 Description Evidence Claims you can make 

Type 1: 
Narrative3 

The impact evaluation 
provides a narrative or a 
coherent theory of change 
to motivate its selection of 
activities in the context of a 
coherent strategy 

Evidence of impact 
elsewhere and/or in the 
research literature on 
access and participation 
activity effectiveness or 
from your existing 
evaluation results 

We have a coherent 
explanation of what 
we do and why  
Our claims are 
research-based 

Type 2: 
Empirical 
Enquiry 

The impact evaluation 
collects data on impact and 
reports evidence that those 
receiving an intervention 
have better outcomes, 
though does not establish 
any direct causal effect 

Quantitative and/or 
qualitative evidence of a 
pre/post intervention 
change or a difference 
compared to what might 
otherwise have happened 

We can demonstrate 
that our interventions 
are associated with 
beneficial results. 

Type 3: 
Causality 

The impact evaluation 
methodology provides 
evidence of a causal effect 
of an intervention 

Quantitative and/or 
qualitative evidence of a 
pre/post treatment change 
on participants relative to 
an appropriate control or 
comparison group who did 
not take part in the 
intervention 

We believe our 
intervention causes 
improvement and can 
demonstrate the 
difference using a 
control or comparison 
group 

 

In order to measure the impact of Shaping Futures activity on learners’ attitudes and knowledge, the 

preferred method is to ask learners to complete a pre- and post-survey. This means that there is a 

baseline (pre-survey) of learners’ attitudes, which are assumed to be stable without the 

intervention. This baseline is then compared to the post-survey, and any changes can be attributed 

to the activity. There are some limitations to this method, the most common being low response 

rates to either survey, which restricts interpretation of results as relatively few learners’ responses 

can be matched and changes seen.  

The table below outlines how different surveys have been used by Shaping Futures over the two 

phases. 

                                                           
2 https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/standards-of-evidence-and-evaluating-impact-of-
outreach/ [Accessed 19/10/2021] 
3 Table from page 3 of Access and participation standards of evidence 

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/standards-of-evidence-and-evaluating-impact-of-outreach/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/standards-of-evidence-and-evaluating-impact-of-outreach/


 

 
 

 

Prior to lockdown, online surveys were available but the majority of survey collection was done 

through paper forms. Since March 2020, online methods are preferred, but there have been 

instances where teachers have provided paper forms to the learners which have then been scanned 

and sent to the core team.  

When it has not been possible or appropriate to collect surveys from learners, other methods have 

been utilised. The most common method is to ask for feedback from teachers who attended or 

facilitated the session via open comments or qualitative surveys. Alternative methods include 

getting ad hoc verbal feedback from learners during the session; quick post-it based voting; online 

quizzes; assessing outcomes through tests (e.g. maths tests, or skills activities); reflective diaries; and 

gathering feedback at follow up sessions. 

 

  

Activity type Phase 1 and early phase 2 Phase 2 (post-toolkit development) 

Large, intensive 
activities – core 
team led 

Bespoke surveys tailored to 
outcomes. Each project had 
different survey questions. 

Bespoke surveys tailored to outcomes. 
Projects with the same outcomes had 
the same questions to allow 
comparison. 

Large, intensive 
activities – partner 
led 

Bespoke surveys tailored to 
outcomes. Each project had 
different survey questions. 

Bespoke surveys tailored to outcomes. 
Each project had different survey 
questions. 

One-off workshops 
or presentations – 
core team led 

Standard survey regardless of 
activity type, focus on 
knowledge of Higher Education 
and likelihood of applying in 
the future. 

Bespoke surveys tailored to outcomes. 
Activities with the same outcomes had 
the same questions to allow 
comparison. 

One-off workshops 
or presentations – 
partner led 

Sometimes used the same 
standard survey as the core 
team, but likely to have used 
their own general feedback 
form. 

Encouraged to use the toolkit and 
associated outcomes and questions, 
although very little delivery was done of 
this type. Partner specific evaluation 
continued. 



 

 
 

 

Evaluation findings 
This section of the report discusses evaluation findings from activities run by Shaping Futures over 

phase 1 and 2, with a particular focus on the impact on learners’ knowledge, behaviours and 

attitudes. Where possible, the report outlines examples of each type of activity to explain the main 

findings of the report.  

For the purposes of this report we have utilised both the structure and activity type categories used 

by the CFE in the national Uni Connect meta-evaluation. This should facilitate easier facilitate cross 

comparisons between local and national results. At the time of publication, the third national review 

of evidence had been published4, which includes four reports submitted by Shaping Futures – one 

categorised as skills and attainment, one as campus visits, and two as multi-intervention approaches. 

Multi-intervention approaches 

Multi-intervention approaches are those that combine two or more activities into an ongoing 

programme of support for learners.  

At Shaping Futures, these can take place within a school, for example during class time, or out of 

school, with learners from across the region taking part in the same activity. They aim to raise 

awareness and knowledge of Higher Education, or increase learners’ skills. The majority of these 

programmes are led by the core team. These projects were also more likely to have bespoke 

evaluations, as they are more intensive and there is time to ensure learners complete the 

evaluation. 

Overall, findings from multi-intervention approaches at Shaping Futures were positive to neutral.  

What we found locally: 

 There were small increases in learners’ confidence and knowledge immediately after the 

programmes, however, this was not seen across the board.  

 Teacher feedback is very positive for these programmes, schools have sent learners over 

multiple years, indicating that the school could see a benefit to learners attending.  

 Learner engagement appeared stronger when they had a specific project to work on rather 

than attending sessions with no clear linked objective or task. This project-based approach 

may have also increased the learners’ confidence and resilience. 

What has been found nationally: 

 Multi-intervention approaches increase learners’ knowledge of higher education and have 

positive impacts on confidence and interpersonal skills.  

 Longer term, there is some evidence that these approaches have positive influences on 

learners’ intentions to study higher education and their likelihood of applying. 

 For older learners, the likelihood of being accepted into higher education appears to 

increase as the number of sessions and hours of engagement increases.  

 The rate of progression to higher education from schools where multi-intervention activities 

are delivered is higher than those schools where they were not. 

  

                                                           
4 https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/third-independent-review-of-evaluation-evidence-
submitted-by-uni-connect-partnerships/ [Accessed 19/10/2021] 

https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/third-independent-review-of-evaluation-evidence-submitted-by-uni-connect-partnerships/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/publications/third-independent-review-of-evaluation-evidence-submitted-by-uni-connect-partnerships/


 

 
 

 

 Multi-intervention Case Study: Through the Eyes of Boys and Through the Eyes of 
Girls 
What was delivered? 
The Through the Eyes of Boys project was Shaping Futures’ flagship project through phase 1. It was 

aimed at white working-class boys in year 10, and brought together boys from multiple schools for a 

series of campus visits and workshops based at different universities. Some of the learners were 

then able to take part in a residential trip to London. 

Following the success of the boys’ programme, in 2019/20, a similar programme was launched for 

girls. Unfortunately, this programme was not able to be completed due to the pandemic and 

subsequent lockdowns. 

What did we find? 
 Pre and post survey evaluation of the 2018/19 programme shows small increases in learners’ 

ratings of their confidence and independence, and their knowledge of higher education. 

However, this was not statistically significant.  

 The knowledge ratings for particular aspects of higher education, for example how much a 

degree costs, what sports and other activities can be done at university and how to find out 

more at university, increased across the board.  

 Learners did not change their intention to go onto university as a result of the programme. 

 

Multi-intervention Case Study: Farm Urban Future Food Project 
What was delivered? 
The Farm Urban Future Food project was run by a social enterprise which was previously a 

subsidiary of the University of Liverpool. There were several components to this project. Firstly, the 

project team presented to the whole cohort of years 9-11 in a school about food and technology. 

Then, a small number of learners in year 9 in each school were invited to the University of Liverpool 

to take part in workshops learning how to do the project. Over the next 12 weeks, the teams built a 

propagation system in their schools, supported by online sessions/mentoring with the project team. 

The school teams then all came together to present their systems. 

Evaluation of this project was done via post event surveys for each aspect of the programme, 

classroom observations, and the use of online messaging platforms for learners to ask questions and 

communicate with other schools.  

What did we find? 
 Feedback from the teachers, and learners on the messaging platforms were positive, with 

learners increasing their motivation and being able to articulate their progress in the project.  

 Over half of the learners who took part in the 12-week programme felt that the challenge 

had inspired them to address environmental problems and identify the next steps they could 

take in this regard.  

 Learners could identify higher education pathways as a result of the programme, including 

engineering, marine biology and subjects relating to design or science.  

 Learners who gave qualitative feedback identified that the two aspects they enjoyed the 

most were also the most challenging – developing their engineering and communication 

skills. This shows that the learners were not put off by difficulties and could focus on 

resilience to complete the project.  



 

 
 

 

Residentials 
Residentials, or summer schools, are two or more days of intensive activity, aimed at providing an 

insight into student life.  

In summer 2019, Shaping Futures ran two residentials, one at The University of Liverpool run by the 

core team for year 12 students studying BTECs, and one at Liverpool Hope University, run by their 

outreach team for year 10s. These were evaluated using pre and post surveys.  

Overall, the results of evaluation show that residentials were beneficial in terms of giving learners a 

better understanding of student life and reducing the concerns they have, particularly about costs.  

What we found locally: 

 Learners had an increased understanding of what life would be like as a student 

 Learners were less likely to report concerns about attending Higher Education after the 

summer school. 

 The initial rate of intention to apply to higher education was high, so no link could be found 

between attending a residential and intention of attending higher education.  

The population that attended these residentials was quite small, so no statistical inferences could be 

made.  

What has been found nationally: 

 Residentials have a positive impact on learners’ knowledge of higher education and their 

confidence to make informed decisions.  

 Feedback suggests that residentials help learners develop interpersonal skills.  

 There is conflicting evidence on the impact of residentials for learners’ likelihood of applying 

to higher education.  

This means that the evaluation findings of Shaping Futures local evaluation for residentials is in line 

with that found in other partnerships. 

  



 

 
 

 

 

Subject masterclasses and skills and attainment workshops 
Subject masterclasses, and skills and attainment workshops are often intended to increase learner’s 

attainment in specific subjects, and can be linked to more transferable skills and confidence. These 

activities, along with campus visits and IAG activities are often what make up multi-intervention 

approaches.   

Subject masterclasses were often led by partners, who have the expertise in their teaching to 

provide an insight into what it is like to study that subject at a higher level. Most subject insight 

sessions run by Shaping Futures were science or creative arts based. 

Skills and attainment workshops were almost entirely run by the Shaping Futures core team. These 

workshops aimed to increase learners’ knowledge, skills and understanding. They can be linked to 

curriculum attainment, transferable skills or personal development. The majority of skills and 

attainment workshops run by Shaping Futures were linked to transferable skills and personal 

development, including presentation skills, confidence, stress, and decision making. 

What we found locally: 

 Findings are positive, although not strong, in terms of learners’ attitudes and knowledge of 

Higher Education. 

 Learners who attended subject masterclasses were, on average, more positive about the 

specific subject they were focussing on, and higher education in general.  

 Real benefits were seen in the hands-on nature of many of these subject focussed events, 

particularly those led by partners.  

 Skills and attainment workshops also show relatively positive outcomes; however, this is 

mitigated by small sample sizes for many of the workshop evaluations. 

What has been found nationally: 

 Subject masterclasses and skills and attainment workshops have a positive impact on 

learners’ knowledge of higher education, confidence to make informed decisions and the 

development of study skills.  

 There is mixed impact on interpersonal and transferable skills. Further work is required to 

increase evidence from Shaping Futures in order to compare to national evaluation fully. 

Subject masterclass case study: Absolute Chemistry 
What was delivered? 
Absolute Chemistry is a project led by Liverpool John Moores University School of Science. They ran 

two projects – one with pre-16 learners, and one with post-16. Each school involved with the pre-16 

project received two in-school events, and one university visit event for years 9 and 10, with a 

revision session for year 11. Evaluations of the project took place via surveys administered at the 

end of each session, and occasionally through pre- and post-event surveys. 

What did we find? 
 The results of these evaluations were positive – learners were enthusiastic about hands on 

experimental work, and many expressed an interest in STEM careers.  

 A high proportion of learners felt that they learned something new, with between 75% and 

92% of learners increasing their knowledge on the subject covered.  

 Working with the same learners through year 9 and 10 longitudinally, seemed beneficial as 

learners in the second year were more quickly engaged as they knew the team and what to 

expect.   



 

 
 

 

 

 

Subject masterclass case study: Collaborative Arts Project 

What was delivered? 
The collaborative arts project was one led by Liverpool Institute of Performing Arts, in collaboration 

with Liverpool John Moores University, Edge Hill University and Liverpool Hope University. It ran in 

December 2019, and involved learners in year 10 or 11 studying dance or drama visiting a campus 

with a subject specific theme (dance, drama, or theatre design), and a performance of a pantomime 

at the Liverpool Everyman Theatre. Evaluation of these events was done via post event surveys after 

the campus visits. 

What did we find? 
 Findings showed increased knowledge of higher education and the subject their visit 

covered.  

 Teacher feedback after the event showed positive impact on the learners after the visit at a 

medium term. 

 

Skills and attainment workshop case study: Use your voice 
What was delivered? 
This project aimed to increase learners’ confidence, communication skills, independent learning and 

research skills through teaching them how to write and deliver speeches and debates. It was led by 

the core team, and has been run in two ways – a one-day event, or six weekly one-hour sessions. It 

was evaluated by pre and post surveys. 

What did we find? 
 The directly comparable results in the pre- and post-surveys saw no impact, however the 

learners gave feedback that they felt they had increased confidence speaking in front of 

people, writing and delivering a speech, and debating about a subject.  

 There doesn’t seem to be a significant difference in the method of delivery on the impact on 

the learners short term. 

 
One-off skills workshops in 2021 
Throughout 2020/21, several one-off skills workshops were run by the core team with classes in 

school, and the outreach practitioner on screen, facilitated by a teacher. Many of these sessions 

were not evaluated, as it was difficult to collect data from the learners, however, there were three 

sessions for which a relatively large set of learners responded to a survey. 

One session was focussed on interview skills with a key stage 5 cohort. This was evaluated through 

two online surveys – one at the start and one at the end of the session. Knowledge level of what 

skills were and how to build skills was high at the start of the session, meaning that there was no 

improvement over the session. However, at a cohort level there was an increase in confidence with 

regard to interview skills – at the start of the session 40% of responses were confident, however at 

the end of the session this had increased to 60%. Although positive in terms of learners’ confidence 

for interviews, these results indicate the need to consider the level that the questions and sessions 

are pitched at – the learners already had the knowledge. 

The next two sessions were with year 9s. The first session was focussed on stress and mental health. 

Again, there was a high level of understanding about this in the pre-survey, so there was limited 

room for improvement across the session. However, in the open text question asking what they had 



 

 
 

 

learned over the session learners said they knew more about how to recognise stress, stress release 

mechanisms and where they could access support, which was the objective of the session.  

The final session was run with a different school and focused on decision making, particularly 

regarding which GCSEs to choose. In this pre- and post- survey, learners reported an increase in 

confidence in using career quizzes to make decisions, but many individual learners did not change 

their response. This was also the case in learners’ agreement to the question “what I’m learning in 

school will be useful for further study”, and “I can’t see the point in what I’m learning at the 

moment”. This may indicate that the questions were not appropriate for this audience and need 

adapting going forward. 

Mentoring 
Mentoring is an activity with repeat interactions and sustained engagement. It can be one to one or 

with small groups. For an activity to count as mentoring, there needs to be a dedicated relationship 

between a mentor and mentee(s).  

Different activities count as mentoring under different definitions. In this report, tutoring sessions 

with a specific focus on attainment count as mentoring, however in other reports count under multi-

intervention approaches and skills and attainment. 

Shaping Futures’ mentoring was mainly subject based, and linked to GCSE attainment. Partners led 

mentoring programmes focussing on maths, business, engineering and English.  

What we found locally: 

 Learners generally agreed that this type of mentoring was helpful with regard to the subject 

being covered, but there were mixed results with regard to learners’ knowledge of higher 

education.  

 Non-subject specific mentoring had fewer evaluations, but seemed to have positive results 

as learners felt that the sessions could be catered towards their needs, and they had 

increased self-confidence.  

 Long term tracking is required to see the impact on learners’ higher education progression. 

What has been found nationally: 

 Mentoring appears to be particularly effective when delivered by student ambassadors or 

other role-models that learners can relate to.  

 There is a positive impact on learners’ knowledge of higher education, and their confidence 

to make informed decisions.  

 There is limited, or mixed evidence on learners’ confidence to succeed in higher education 

and their intentions to apply.  

 The method of mentoring seems to have an effect on the impact on the learners – some 

studies found that online mentoring achieved less positive impacts than face to face, but 

others show it can be equally as effective, particularly in regards to increased confidence to 

make informed decisions.  

  

As with subject masterclasses, Shaping Futures needs a renewed focus on evaluation for mentoring 

in order to compare the local and national results. 

 



 

 
 

 

 

Mentoring Case Study: Maths club 
What was delivered? 
This project was run by Liverpool John Moores University. It involved a set of learners in a school, 

usually in year 11, at the borderline of grade 3 or 4. The activity aimed to improve the maths 

attainment of these learners and increase the knowledge of higher education as a way of providing 

motivation for achieving in maths.  

This programme ran from January 2018 to July 2021, both face to face and online. Evaluation was 

intended to be completed via pre and post activity forms, and through GCSE results, however it was 

not possible to access the learners’ GCSE results.  

What did we find? 
 The results from one school who received the mentoring in Autumn 2020 show that after 

the mentoring learners felt that they were more likely to get the grade they wanted to 

receive in their maths GCSE.  

 Learners already understood why it was important to get a level 4 in their maths GCSE, and 

their confidence with maths did not really change, however response rates were smaller for 

this question than some others.   

 There was no change in learners’ attitudes towards higher education, which was relatively 

negative – future mentoring programmes should be adapted as a result of this to have a 

stronger focus on the benefits of higher education. 

 

  



 

 
 

 

Information, Advice and Guidance (IAG) 
IAG activities are light touch events lasting a day or less, involving university staff visiting schools or 

colleges to give information on university life, how to apply, course choices and student finance.  

At Shaping Futures, IAG comes under 3 activity types – one to ones, exhibitions and workshops. 

Shaping Futures include providing information about post-16 or level 3 options under this category. 

Overall, there is a need for more in-depth evaluation of this activity type.  

What we found locally: 

 Initial findings are positive, showing increased knowledge of higher education across most 

activities,  

 More information is required to build the evidence base, particularly in light of different 

delivery methods and activity types. 

What has been found nationally: 

 IAG increases learners’ knowledge of higher education options and their confidence to make 

informed decisions. 

 It also has a positive impact on learners’ intentions towards higher education, but not a 

statistically significant impact on their likelihood of applying to higher education. 

 When coupled with tailored career guidance, as in Shaping Futures’ one to one sessions, 

learners are more confident in their ability to make informed choices about their future 

education. 

Workshops 
A lot of IAG workshops are run with key stage 5, outlining the practicalities of student finance, 

writing a personal statement and choosing a higher education pathway or course. However, IAG 

workshops are also provided to younger learners, with a popular workshop being “what is higher 

education?” aimed at year 9s. Learners in years 10 and 11 also receive workshops on post-16 

options, and how they can link these to higher education. 

The evaluation reports for this section solely come from activities that took place in 2021 after the 

development of the toolkit, as prior to this, workshops had all used the same evaluation forms and 

therefore could not measure the specific impact of the activity on the short-term outcomes for the 

learners. 

One to ones 
One to one guidance sessions are the most common type of activity for Shaping Futures. The 

majority of these are run by the core team, however, college partners, and external companies also 

run this type of activity. The majority of these sessions are career guidance sessions but could 

include application support, particularly for UCAS applications, and mock interviews.  

In terms of evaluation, very little has been done. Over 2020/21, a survey was shared with learners 

who received a one to one appointment from the core team, which received only 22 responses. All 

responses were overwhelmingly positive, saying they had their queries answered and felt they knew 

what their next steps were. Further work will be undertaken in the future to ensure that this activity 

is more thoroughly evaluated, and is embedded into the long- and medium-term evaluations. 



 

 
 

 

 

Exhibitions 
A major part of the learners’ engagement in phase 1 was attendance at exhibitions. Shaping Futures 

contributed to multiple large-scale exhibitions, including Big Bang North West and learners’ visits to 

UCAS fairs. Shaping Futures also attended smaller scale exhibitions including community events and 

school careers fairs. These activities by their nature are light touch to the individual learner and the 

majority of evaluations done are solely feedback based, not measuring the impact these activities 

may have. Going forward, evaluation of this kind of activity will be incorporated into the larger scale 

evaluation in the case study project. 

IAG Case Study: Creating Careers: Live with Health Education England Webinar 
Series 
What was delivered? 
In 2020 and 2021, several webinars were run as part of the outreach hub. These webinars were run 

in partnership with other Uni Connect partnerships and external organisations. The following case 

study outlines one such programme that ran in 2020/21. This project first delivered in March 2021, 

and aimed to inform learners in years 11-13 about different careers in the NHS. Webinars took place 

once a month, each focussed on a different healthcare area including: social care, healthcare 

science, nursing and finance.  During the webinars an introduction to the area was delivered by 

Health Education England, before individuals currently working in that career shared their 

experiences – these were delivered in a mix of interview formats, TED Talk style speeches and 

presentations. The healthcare sectors were chosen as they are a priority group for Health Education 

England (a partner in this project), and are underrepresented in terms of outreach provision. 

What did we find? 

 After the webinars, learners reported positive scores when asked to rate their 

understanding of the healthcare careers covered.  

 They were also able to access multiple webinars focussing on different careers and 

highlighted areas that they were interested in finding more about.  

 

IAG case study: Key Stage 5 Higher education pathways and options 
What was delivered? 
This case study focusses on two sessions two sets of year 12 learners. One focussed on the different 

pathways that can be taken to study higher education, for example apprenticeships and degrees, 

whereas the other focussed on the different options available whilst studying higher education, for 

example study abroad or societies. 

What did we find? 

Pathways session: 

 There was a positive impact at a cohort level on the understanding of when you can study 

higher education, however the knowledge level on this question was already high.  

 There was mixed impact on learners’ understanding of the different types of courses 

available at higher education level.  

 At the end of the session, all respondents said they knew at least little about all the options 

they were presented (Higher National Diploma (HND), Higher National Certificate (HNC), 

Higher/Degree Apprenticeship, NVQ Level 4, Graduate Degree), which was an improvement 

for HND and HNC, and NVQ level 4, however there was already a higher level of knowledge 

for the other options.  



 

 
 

 
 In-depth analysis for this session is constrained as it is not possible to track particular 

learners through the questions 

Options session: 

 There were positive results, but caveated as they are cohort level only, and the cohort was 

small so large-scale inferences were not possible.  

 Over the session, there were increases in knowledge on how university/higher education 

study compares to school, and the different aspects of university life, including study 

abroad, internships, year in industry, volunteering and societies.  

 Learners were also more likely to agree that higher education would broaden their horizons, 

challenge them intellectually, and give them valuable life skills after the session. 

 

  



 

 
 

 

Campus visits 
Campus visits involve learners visiting a higher education providers’ campus (typically a university), 

meeting students and staff and finding out about what it would be like to study there.  

These activities directly link with Gatsby Benchmark 7 – encounters with further and higher 

education, particularly for learners in key stage 5, who are expected to have attended 2 campus 

visits under the benchmark. Unfortunately, campus visits were the activity type that was most 

affected by lockdown, as many campuses have been closed to external visitors, and schools have 

cancelled all trips out of school.  

Over phase 1 and the start of phase 2, the majority of stand-alone campus visits had the same 

evaluation form, distributed at the end of the visit.  

What we found locally: 

 Analysis shows that in general learners had increased knowledge of Higher Education after a 

campus visit (70% of learners increased their rating).  

 However, there doesn’t seem to be a link to aspiration to study higher education, as over 

50% of learners did not change their rating on whether they wanted to go to higher 

education.  

A report on campus visits was submitted by Shaping Futures to the national call for evidence. 

Shaping Futures’ findings were similar to other reports. 

What has been found nationally: 

 Campus visits can have a positive impact on learners’ short-term knowledge of higher 

education and student life, but a mixed impact on learners’ intentions towards higher 

education. 

  



 

 
 

Long- and medium-term impacts 
Research undertaken by Shaping Futures indicates that the major gap in progression between 

deprived learners in the region is in progression to level 3, or entering post-16 education5. Learners 

who choose to study a level 3 qualification at a sixth form are more likely to progress to higher 

education than those in other institutions, and much more likely than those who do not study a level 

3 qualification.  

This gap is not yet seen in the Shaping Futures higher education progression data as learners who 

received outreach in year 11 or below have not yet reached the age where their data will appear in 

the higher education progression statistics. Learners are old enough to have appeared in these 

statistics, who received outreach from Shaping Futures whilst studying at a sixth form in year 12 or 

13, are equally likely to progress to higher education regardless of postcode or school.  

Case Study Schools 
As it is not possible to see the long-term impact yet, evaluation is put in place to measure the 

medium-term impact. In order to make up for not taking part in the national survey, in 2020/21, 

Shaping Futures ran a small-scale survey with “case study” schools – using selected questions from 

the national survey and other surveys of young people in England. This project aimed to see if 

learners’ responses changed over the course of a year, depending on the outreach they receive. Two 

schools and a college took part.  

What we found: 

 Low response rates meant that inferences about impact could not be statistically tested, 

however there are some indications of positive impact.  

 There are indications that over the year learners gained knowledge about higher education, 

and some had more positive attitudes towards higher education.  

 This more positive attitude may be linked to some of the activities these learners received – 

a study skills workshop, a session on advanced and higher apprenticeships and some group 

work about resilience and local labour market trends. 

 There was stability in many learners’ responses over the year regarding their motivation, 

intention to study higher education and the skills needed to enter employment. It is 

impossible to say whether this stability was a result of outreach, to be expected over a year, 

or as a result of the disrupted education the learners had had over the year.  

In the future the case study project will be extended into other schools and higher response rates 

will encouraged. 

  

                                                           
5 Report available here: https://shaping-futures.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/LCR-Educational-
Disadvantage-Report-incl-covers.pdf [Accessed 25/10/2021] 

https://shaping-futures.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/LCR-Educational-Disadvantage-Report-incl-covers.pdf
https://shaping-futures.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/LCR-Educational-Disadvantage-Report-incl-covers.pdf


 

 
 

Recommendations based on evaluation findings 
The following section outlines a series of recommendations for the Shaping Futures partnership 

going into the next phase of the programme. These recommendations come as a result of the local 

evaluation discussed above, but are closely linked to the recommendations made to all partnerships 

in the meta-review of evaluation. 

When delivering activity: 

 Support with targeting students is required. There have been issues in finding the target 

ward learners within a school, and schools and colleges are already providing information 

and guidance to learners – it is important not to duplicate activities already being offered. 

 Ensuring timing of activities is appropriate to the needs of the learners is vital – for example, 

personal statement support should be done in year 12 or at the very start of the year 13 as 

many learners will already have thought about this over the summer. 

 In multi-intervention approaches, learners having a specific project to work on seems to 

have positive impacts in terms of their engagement and their confidence and resilience. 

 More interactive, subject led sessions have a larger impact than the more generic 

presentations, although both have their place. 

When evaluating activity: 

 Evaluation is required for all types of activity, not just those that are easy to evaluate or have 

more intensive delivery types. Working with practitioners will enable pre- and post- surveys 

to be collected.  

 More long/medium term evaluations are required to understand the impact of the 

programme. This is to be done by expanding the case study project to more schools, and 

working with the schools to ensure a greater response rate.  

 Evaluation questions and approaches need to be appropriate to the audience – if learners 

are likely to already know the answer to a question it doesn’t need to be included.  

 If knowledge levels on a subject are high in the pre-survey, there is limited impact that we 

can measure – it is important to have qualitative feedback to mitigate this. 

 Campus visits should be brought in line with the other activity types and have clear 

objectives specific to each visit that are evaluated, rather than having a generic form for all.  

Summary 
To conclude, this report shows that learners overall have a positive experience with Shaping Futures, 

and early indicators for most types of activity show that positive impacts are being made. However, 

the evaluation is not yet strong enough to show what the true impact of activities. More work needs 

to be done to collect medium- and long-term impact measures, and build the evidence base on short 

term impact.  

Going forward into phase 3, the recommendations will be embedded into the programme through 

an increased focus on the case study project and tailored evaluations based on the intended 

outcomes of activities regardless of who delivers them. Additionally, there will be a renewed focus 

on sustained engagement, and evaluation of multi-interventions run in-school, as national evidence 

shows positive impact for these, which can hopefully be replicated by Shaping Futures. Areas where 

evidence is weaker in Shaping Futures (subject masterclasses, skills and attainment, mentoring, and 

IAG) will have a strong focus for future evaluations. 



You can contact us by  
email admin@shaping-futures.info 
or www.shaping-futures.org.uk

@shapingfutures_

Contact us

mailto:admin%40shaping-futures.info?subject=
https://shaping-futures.org.uk/
https://www.instagram.com/shapingfutures_/
https://twitter.com/shapingfutures_
https://www.facebook.com/shapingfuturesmcop/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCUz1mLzc6Ha91DIdd-E0MPA
https://shaping-futures.org.uk/
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